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 When someone �s �n pr�son, does  
hav�ng a real job w�th real pay 
y�eld benef�ts when he or she �s 

released? F�nd�ngs from an evaluat�on funded 
by the Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce (NIJ) sug-
gest that th�s m�ght be the case.

Offenders who worked for pr�vate compan�es 
wh�le �mpr�soned obta�ned employment more 
qu�ckly, ma�nta�ned employment longer, and 
had lower rec�d�v�sm rates than those who 
worked �n trad�t�onal correct�onal �ndustr�es  
or were �nvolved �n “other-than-work”  
(OTW) act�v�t�es.

“Factor�es beh�nd fences” �s not a new  
�dea. Trad�t�onal �ndustr�es (TI)—�n wh�ch 
offenders are superv�sed by correct�ons  
staff and work for a modest sum—have 
been a ma�nstay of correct�ons for more than 
150 years. Examples of trad�t�onal �ndustr�es 
�nclude the manufacture of s�gns, furn�ture, 

and garments, as well as the stereotyp�cal 
l�cense plates. By obta�n�ng work exper�ence 
�n these �ndustr�es, �nmates acqu�re the sk�lls 
they need to secure ga�nful employment 
upon release and avo�d rec�d�v�sm.

Another program—the Pr�son Industry 
Enhancement Cert�f�cat�on Program (PIECP)—
allows �nmates to work for a pr�vate employer 
�n a “free world” occupat�on and earn the  
preva�l�ng wage. Created by Congress �n  
1979, PIECP encourages State and local  
correct�onal agenc�es to form partnersh�ps 
w�th pr�vate compan�es to g�ve �nmates real 
work opportun�t�es.1 Over the years, PIECP 
operat�ons have �ncluded the manufacture 
of alum�num screens and w�ndows for Solar 
Industr�es, Inc.; c�rcu�t boards for Jo�nt Venture  
Electron�cs; street sweeper brushes for 
Un�ted Rotary Brush Corporat�on; corrugated 
boxes for PRIDE Box; gloves for Hawkeye 
Glove Manufactur�ng, Inc.; and the manufac-
ture and refurb�shment of Shelby Cobra auto-
mob�les for Shelby Amer�can Management 
Co. Other PIECP operat�ons �nclude alfalfa 
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product�on for F�ve Dot Land and Cattle 
Company; papaya pack�ng for Trop�cal 
Hawa��an Products; potato process�ng for 
Floyd W�lcox & Sons; and boat-bu�ld�ng  
for M�sty Harbor.

PIECP seeks to:

■ Generate products and serv�ces that 
enable pr�soners to make a contr�but�on 
to soc�ety, offset the cost of �ncarcerat�on, 
support fam�ly members, and compensate 
cr�me v�ct�ms.

■ Reduce pr�son �dleness, �ncrease �nmate 
job sk�lls, and �mprove the prospects for 
pr�soners’ successful trans�t�on to the  
commun�ty upon release.

More than 70,000 �nmates—an average of 
2,500 per year—have part�c�pated �n PIECP 
s�nce the program’s �ncept�on. By the end 
of 2005, 6,555 offenders were employed �n 
the program. Although th�s number reflects 
a 285 percent �ncrease �n PIECP pos�t�ons �n 
the past decade, �t represents only a small 
fract�on of the total number of �nmates �n 
our Nat�on’s State pr�sons and local ja�ls.

Does the Program Work?

In a sense, PIECP can be thought of as  
a grand exper�ment. After 28 years, the  
obv�ous quest�on �s: Does �t work?

To f�nd out, NIJ teamed w�th the U.S. 
Department of Just�ce’s Bureau of Just�ce 
Ass�stance to fund the f�rst nat�onal evalua-
t�on of PIECP. Researchers at the Un�vers�ty 
of Balt�more compared a group of post-
release �nmates who worked �n PIECP w�th 
�nmates from two other groups—those 
who worked �n TI and those �nvolved �n 
OTW act�v�t�es, �nclud�ng �dleness.2 C�ndy 
J. Sm�th, Ph.D., one of the authors of th�s 
art�cle, was part of that research team. Then 
at the Un�vers�ty of Balt�more, Sm�th and  
her colleagues cons�dered two quest�ons:

■ Does PIECP part�c�pat�on �ncrease post-
release employment more than work �n  
TI and OTW programs?

■ Does PIECP part�c�pat�on reduce rec�d�-
v�sm more than work �n TI or OTW  
programs?

Although the f�nd�ngs are not conclus�ve, 
they are pos�t�ve. (See s�debar, “A Word 
of Caut�on: Select�on B�as.”) Researchers 
found that, after they were released, PIECP 
part�c�pants found jobs more qu�ckly and 
held them longer than d�d the�r counterparts 
�n the TI and OTW groups. Approx�mately  
55 percent of PIECP workers obta�ned 
employment w�th�n the f�rst quarter after 
release. Only 40 percent of the�r counter-
parts found employment w�th�n that t�me. 

Nearly 49 percent of PIECP part�c�pants 
were employed cont�nuously for more than 
1 year, whereas 40.4 percent of the offend-
ers �n TI and �8.5 percent of the offenders �n 
OTW programs were cont�nuously employed 
for that length of t�me.

A WORD OF CAuTION: SeLeCTION BIAS
Although the results of the Pr�son Industry Enhancement 
Cert�f�cat�on Program (PIECP) study are pos�t�ve—show�ng better 
outcomes for part�c�pants �n the PIECP group compared to the  
trad�t�onal �ndustr�es (TI) and the other-than-work (OTW) groups—
they do not def�n�t�vely show that the better outcomes were due 
to PIECP �tself. Th�s �s because the part�c�pants �n the three groups 
were not randomly ass�gned to the groups, a process that ensures 
that the d�fferences �n results are due to the program, rather than  
to preex�st�ng d�fferences among the part�c�pants. 

How then were part�c�pants �n th�s study ass�gned to the d�ffer-
ent groups? F�rst, pr�soners volunteered to part�c�pate �n a work 
program. They were then �nterv�ewed by prospect�ve employers �n 
both the TI program and PIECP. Therefore, �nmates who worked �n 
e�ther the TI program or PIECP were “self-selected” and may have 
had d�fferent mot�vat�ons and backgrounds than the OTW �nmates, 
the th�rd group stud�ed, wh�ch may have led to better outcomes. 
Th�s concern, known as select�on b�as, can be def�n�t�vely ruled  
out only by random ass�gnment to groups that are go�ng to be  
compared. In th�s study, select�on b�as seems a larger concern 
when compar�ng the volunteers (that �s, PIECP and TI part�c�pants) 
to the non-volunteers (the OTW group) than �n compar�ng the 
results of the two employment (PIECP and TI) groups.

The researchers �n th�s study attempted to ensure that the  
groups were comparable by match�ng �nmates �n the three  
groups us�ng a number of factors, �nclud�ng demograph�cs  
and t�me served. Nevertheless, th�s match�ng may not have  
completely el�m�nated the select�on b�as. Therefore, the  
results should be �nterpreted w�th caut�on.
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Three years out, PIECP part�c�pants per-
formed better than releasees from the  
TI or OTW groups. Almost 14 percent  
of PIECP releasees were employed for  
� cont�nuous years, but only 10.� percent 
of the other offenders ma�nta�ned constant 
employment for that same per�od of t�me. 
(See chart above, “Length of Cont�nuous 
Employment Postrelease.”) 

Exam�n�ng wages earned by the part�c�pants 
after they were released, the researchers 
found that the PIECP group earned more than 
the TI and OTW groups. Of all the releasees, 
however, 55 percent d�d not earn wages 
equal to a full-t�me job at the Federal m�n�-
mum wage. Because the data ava�lable to 
the researchers reported total earn�ngs only 
and not the number of hours worked, �t was 
�mposs�ble to determ�ne whether th�s was 
because the releasees were: (1) work�ng part-
t�me, (2) work�ng �nterm�ttently, or (�) earn�ng 
less than the Federal m�n�mum wage.

Recidivism

The researchers measured rec�d�v�sm rates 
for all three groups us�ng the trad�t�onal  
yardst�cks: new arrest, conv�ct�on, and  
�ncarcerat�on.� The results showed that 
PIECP releasees had lower rates of rearrest,  
conv�ct�on, and �ncarcerat�on than offenders 
who were �n the TI or the OTW groups. 

At the end of the f�rst year postrelease,  
82 percent of PIECP part�c�pants were  
arrest free. The average amount of t�me 
from release to f�rst arrest for PIECP  
part�c�pants was approx�mately 99� days 
(sl�ghtly less than � years). At 1 year postre-
lease, offenders �n the TI and OTW groups 
rema�ned arrest free at approx�mately the 
same rate (77 percent and 76 percent, 
respect�vely) as PIECP part�c�pants. By  

� years out, however, the arrest-free rates 
for all three groups decl�ned to 60 percent 
for the PIECP part�c�pants and 52 percent  
for offenders �n the TI and OTW programs.

Look�ng at conv�ct�on and re�ncarcerat�on 
rates, the researchers found that 77 percent 
of PIECP part�c�pants were conv�ct�on free 
dur�ng the followup per�ods, compared to  
7� percent of the OTW group. N�nety-three 
percent of PIECP part�c�pants rema�ned 
�ncarcerat�on free dur�ng the followup  
per�ods, compared to 89 percent of the 
OTW part�c�pants.

Inmate PIeCP Wages

Wages earned by PIECP part�c�pants �n  
pr�son benef�t taxpayers �n add�t�on to help�ng 
the �nmates themselves. Although the pro-
gram requ�res a percentage of PIECP wages 
to be saved to ass�st the �nmate when he �s 
released, the rema�n�ng wages make the�r 
way back �nto the nat�onal economy, e�ther 
d�rectly or �nd�rectly. A s�gn�f�cant port�on of 
the wages earned by pr�soners �n the pro-
gram, for example, goes d�rectly to the State 
to cover the cost of pr�soner room and board. 
PIECP wages also prov�de ch�ld support and 
al�mony to fam�ly members, as well as rest�-
tut�on to cr�me v�ct�ms. (See chart on p. �5, 
“D�str�but�on of PIECP Wages.”)

An underutilized  
Rehabilitation Option?

The research suggests that PIECP has been 
successful. Inmate PIECP wages benef�t 
�nmates, taxpayers, v�ct�ms, fam�l�es, and 
States. PIECP part�c�pants also acqu�re 
postrelease jobs more qu�ckly, reta�n these 
jobs longer, and return to the cr�m�nal jus-
t�ce system less frequently and at a lower 
rate than �nmates who worked �n trad�t�onal 

Length of  
Employment

Percent of  
PIECP Group

Percent of 
Traditional  

Industries Group

Percent of Other-
Than-Work Group

1 year+ 48.6 40.4 �8.5

� years+ 1�.7 10.� 10.�

Length of Continuous Employment Postrelease
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�ndustr�es or engaged �n other-than-work 
act�v�t�es. These f�nd�ngs suggest that 
PIECP �s an underut�l�zed rehab�l�tat�on 
opt�on and that add�t�onal efforts to �ncrease 
the number of PIECP jobs could have an 
�mportant �mpact on the Nat�on’s pr�son  
and ja�l populat�ons.
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Notes

1. W�th the except�on of PIECP, U.S. ja�l and 
pr�son �nmates are proh�b�ted, under the 
Amhurst-Sumners Act of 19�5, from  
produc�ng goods for sale �n open �nterstate 
commerc�al markets; PIECP-cert�f�ed  
programs are exempt from the $10,000  
l�m�t on the sale of pr�soner-made goods  
to the Federal Government.

2. The sample s�ze �ncluded 6,464 �nmates,  
w�th subjects nearly equally d�v�ded among 
groups. The sample �ncluded offenders 
released from 46 pr�sons �n 5 States that 
�mplemented PIECP from January 1, 1996, to 
June �0, 2001. The followup per�od began on 
the day the �nmate was released and ranged 
from sl�ghtly under 2 years to 7.5 years.

�. Techn�cal v�olat�ons were not cons�dered  
new arrests.

Distribution of PIECP Wages

Source: Data comp�led (under OJP/BJA grant number 2006-DD-BX-K010) by Sahra Nad��r, program coord�nator of the Nat�onal 
Correct�onal Industr�es Assoc�at�on’s PIECP, based on �nformat�on subm�tted to the Bureau of Just�ce Ass�stance by PIECP  
cert�f�cate holders.

* An �nmate’s net pay covers h�s l�v�ng expenses, such as food and to�letr�es, and some health care costs, such as co-pays and  
prescr�pt�on drugs. Typ�cally, the money to pay for such expenses would come from taxpayers.

† Under PIECP, 10 percent of a PIECP part�c�pant’s wages �s set as�de for the �nmate’s use upon release.

Taxes paid (Federal, State, local)
 $48,21�,82�

Federal victims fund
$�4,2��,�44

Room & board  
(reimbursed to the State)
$101,04�,422

Family support (child support,  
alimony, and other restitution)
$22,22�,94�

Inmate mandatory savings†

$14,401,26�

Net Pay*
$205,714,5�2

DIRECT TAxPAYER BENEFITS
INDIRECT TAxPAYER BENEFITS
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